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Robert Conquest’s Three Laws of Politics: 


1) Everyone is conservative about what he knows best. 


2) Any organization not explicitly right-wing sooner or later 
becomes left-wing. 


3) The simplest way to explain the behavior of any 
bureaucratic organization is to assume that it is controlled by a 
cabal of its enemies. 


Everyone is conservative about what he knows best. 


Although there is obviously a major element of selfishness by the powerful 
in establishing their organizations in such a way, however to some extent 
conserving power 1s also essential to the conservation of organizations and 
their explicitly stated social purpose as well, otherwise, outside competitors 
do have the incentive to infiltrate and climb the hierarchy of organization to 
sabotage it from within. an electocratic hierarchy(peers/juniors promoting 
their peers) will always be far more vulnerable to infiltration than 
selectocracy(seniors picking their underlings). As Conquest’s next law 
States: 


Any organization not explicitly and constitutionally right-wing will 
sooner or later become left-wing. 


This is why almost all organizations’ power hierarchy is like a hill, it gets 
smaller and smaller at the top. Hence the resilient-to-change nature of 
organizations is very intentional. This nature can be seen in both explicit 
and esoteric ways. 


Exoteric 


The most obvious example of an explicit way the power within an 
institution is conserved would be it’s legal/constitutional arrangements that 
prevent some changes from happening, members of parliaments will never 
pass a law that hurts their own interests. A corporate board will never pass a 
bylaw that hurts the board members' interest. And both will make sure that 
the power to create laws/bylaws within their respective organization 
remains in their own hands. Similarly, a judge would never set a precedent 
that hurts the interest of the judiciary itself. 


Another example would be the control and distribution of capital within the 
system, which too is an explicit method of conserving control. In high 
school civics, we are told about “the power of the purse” Formally, it is the 
parliament that has the power to set the nation’s budget, but the executive 
branch has this power informally. With the power of the purse, you can 
decide the fate of NGO's and corporations, who is taxed, who is not, who 
gets subsidies and for what, what projects are pursued by the government, 
and so on. 


And then there is of course control over the appointment and promotion of 
personnel already discussed above. 


Esoteric 


An example of the esoteric way in which an organization’s leaders conserve 
their power is through ideology as described in the previous entry of this 
series where we highlighted how an official ideology is important for 
instilling loyalty, solidarity, cohesion, and purposefulness within an 


organization. But there is also a selfish motive for the leaders to propagate 
ideology within their territory/organization and indoctrinate their underlings 
in particular: When an ideology becomes pervasive enough to become the 
norm within an organization or a territory. It can act as a thought- 
terminating cliché that prevents the people within the given 
territory/organization to think outside the box and come up with even an 
idea of how to shake up the system. ideology can create strategic blind 
spots in your subject’s worldview, all of whom are to be seen as potential 
dissidents and usurpers. 


Another esoteric method of exercising control is control over the gathering 
and dissemination of information, strategically valuable information to be 
precise. In hill warfare, people at top of the hill have a clear advantage of 
information over enemies at the bottom because they have a clear visual 
around the hill in all directions around it, while people at the bottom don’t 
have a clear visual of ongoings at the top. This is one of the reasons why 
mountain tribes have been known for winning wars even when the number 
of bodies has been against their favor (another reason being gravity is 
against the favor of the climber as opposed to one who is already 
established at the hill). Ever wondered if big tech and governments around 
the world are surveilling their users, won’t they do the same for their 
employees too? 


The behavior of any bureaucratic organization can best be 
understood by assuming that it is controlled by a secret cabal of 
its enemies. 


In almost every institution bigger than a dozen people, insiders are often 
resigned to how hard it is to get things done. They maintain a coordinated 
competence barely above a failure level at which they wouldn’t even persist 
in the world. Perhaps worse, many institutions that persist, despite failing at 
their formal purposes, last for a surprisingly long time; they’ve fallen, 


unwittingly or not, into new reasons for being. Unprofitable companies and 
declining nations often last longer than their critics remain solvent. 


When something works the way it should, it appears exceptional. It’s not 
necessarily that starting off, they have more material wealth, nor is the 
quality of most of the people involved there much higher than their 
competitors. It is simply put together properly; its not that their cogs and 
gears are of better quality but that their cogs and gears fit perfectly together. 


People can be neglecting, complacent and careless when they are building 
something for somebody else, contractors and engineers do it all the time, 
so do manufacturers, and so do lawmakers making laws for the public good. 
But the same can not be said when people are building something for 
themselves. They are very judicious and careful when the latter is the case. 
This goes for building institutions too. 


Power has inertia. To put it more succinctly: Power has inertia, Men who 
are in power within a system tend to stay in power until external forces act 
on the system. Despite all the trials and tribulations of opposition within the 
system. 


Why is this so? it’s because power structures that operate a given system 
were built by men with a conservative mindset IE: they built it to conserve 
their power, and they build to last. They acquired power by seeking it in the 
first place, and when they got lucky enough to get it, they designed it to 
retain as much power as they can for as long as they could. This is why 
bureaucracies both public and private tend to be Selectocratic IE: Men at 
higher levels choose who to admit from outside of the organization or who 
to promote from lower levels of the organization according to their 
subjective judgment as opposed to some standardized test or other objective 
methods (and even the organizations which use standardized methods, like 
tests, elections, or lottery, they only use it for shortlisting IE: a filtration 
purpose to reduce the burden of too many candidates, the final call is 
always based on a subjective judgment of interviewer). 


Additionally: 


Of the Second Law, Conquest gave the Church of England and Amnesty 
International as examples. Of the Third, he noted that a bureaucracy 
sometimes actually is controlled by a secret cabal of its enemies — e.g. the 
postwar British secret service. 


Some think the third law is almost right; it should read “assume that it is 
controlled by a cabal of the enemies of the stated purpose of that 
bureaucracy.” 


Cyril Northcote Parkinson studied the same phenomenon of 
bureaucratic behavior: 


Parkinson promulgated a number of laws of bureaucracy that serve to 
explain a huge percentage of its characteristics. They’ve exhibited 
remarkable predictive power within their domain. The first of these is the 
best known: 


Parkinson’s First Law: Work expands to fill the time available for its 
completion. 


Parkinson inferred this effect from two central principles governing the 
behavior of bureaucrats: 


1) Officials want to multiply subordinates, not rivals. 
2) Officials make work for one another. 


Like most generalizations, these are not always true, but the incentives that 
apply specifically to tax-funded government bureaucracies make them true 
much more often than not. They make a striking contrast with the almost 
exactly opposite behavior observable in private enterprise. 


That young bureaucrat will profit from deliberate ineffectiveness to the 
extent that he can get himself viewed as an asset by his superiors and a non- 
threat by his peers. His superiors want him to produce justifications for the 


enlargement of their domains. His peers simply ask that he not tread on 
their provinces. 


Milton Friedman noted that bureaucratic resource allocation involves 
spending other people’s money on other people, so there are no compelling 
reasons to control either cost or quality — but a bureaucrat will learn, given 
time, how to “spend on others” in such a fashion that the primary benefit 
flows to himself. 


To do this, bureaucrats must manage perceptions, so that their work 
seems both necessary and successful: 


Von Clausewitz and others have termed war “a continuation of politics by 
other means,” but when viewed from the perspective of the State 
Department official, war is the declaration that his organization has failed of 
its purpose. He sees it as bad public relations for his entire function. Thus, 
even when the nation’s interests would be overwhelmingly better served by 
war than by the continuation of diplomacy, the State Department man will 
prefer diplomacy. It’s in his demesne, and enhances his prestige by 
enhancing the prestige of his trade. 


It’s not too much to say that averting war regardless of its desirability or 
justifiability is near the top of every State Department functionary’s list of 
priorities. In this pursuit, the State Department will often find itself 
opposing even peacetime operations of the military designed to improve its 
effectiveness, such as the acquisition of new weapons or the enlargement of 
its ranks. 


Summary of Robert Conquest’s Laws of Politics: 


The Second Law is the most discussed because it essentially says that any 
organization which does not design itself to be Right-wing only will find 
itself drifting Leftward. This points to a broader principle: 


1) There is pressure on all organizations to turn Leftward because human 
beings, in general, favor Leftism, much like they like cheeseburgers and 
donuts more than bitter kale. 


Leftist ideas are appealing because they are a form of pacifism. Instead of 
conflict and risk, they promise peaceful coexistence by simply sharing the 
wealth. The problem with this is that it makes it more efficient to be a free 
rider than a contributor, so civilizations that go down this path devour 
themselves. 


For those hoping to have their civilizations survive, this means that there 
must be constant negative pressure against pacifism and related ideas like 
equality, pluralism, tolerance and individual liberty. People must do what is 
right, not what they decide they want to do, because the natural tendency of 
people is toward entropy. 


That adds a wrinkle to Conquest’s Second Law. Unless an organization 
commits itself to purpose over individual choice, it becomes degenerative. 


Even further, certain systems such as democracy, which validate the 
principle of individual choice as being more important than the 
consequences of that choice in relation to purpose, will always drift 
Leftward, even in the presence of the most extreme Rightist ideas. Rightism 
cannot coexist with egalitarianism; the two are opposites. 


What Conquest hints at is what we all know, deep down, which is that 
moderates are our downfall. There is no such thing as a moderate because 
any moderate position simply allows more Leftward drift. 


As a political system designed around compromise and mediating extreme 
choices, democracy propels the Leftward drift. Democracy is the political 
arm of Leftism, which is the philosophical arm of collectivism, which 1s the 
social arm of individualism. Individuals who do not want to face possible 
risk and consequences for their actions desire egalitarianism to escape 
accountability. 


This leads us to the ultimate distillation of Conquest’s Second Law. Any 
organization which does not explicitly dedicate itself toward some outward 
purpose will fall into an inward purpose, which consists of human 
preferences, and these tend toward Leftism. 


Like everything else in life, the science of organizations consists of resisting 
decay not so much by pushing down on something — although, like weeds, 
bad things must be removed — but in having clarity of purpose and 
motivating people toward that, lest they recede into their own minds, 
whims, emotions, fears and other degrading forces. 
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